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Qualitative Trends in Library & Information Science (LIS) Research
Denise E. Agosto, Shanshan Ma, & Yen Bui
College of Information Science & Technology
Background and Research Questions Data Analysis Findings and Expected Findings
Over the past two decades, theorists have noted an increase in the use of 
qualitative research methods in the field library and information science (LIS) 
(e.g. Baker, 2006; Thomas & Nyce, 2001; Wang, 1999; Westbrook, 
1994). However, no study has provided rigorous empirical evidence of this 
increase. This ongoing mixed-methods research study seeks to address two 
research questions:
1. How widespread is the use of qualitative data collection and analysis 
methods in the recent LIS research literature?
2. What are some common themes and trends within the body of recent 
LIS studies that have used qualitative methods?
Data Collection --- --- Step 1
Data Collection --- --- Step 2
Reference
The study includes two data analysis stages. For Stage 1, the researchers generated a quantitative snapshot of the data (See Tables 1 
- 4). The study is currently in Stage 2, which entails the use of qualitative data analysis techniques to search for themes and patterns 
within the pool of abstracts.
Table 1: Quantitative Results for Journal of the American Society for Information Science & Technology (JASIST)
Table 2: Quantitative Results for Library Quarterly (LQ)
Table 3: Quantitative Results for Library & Information Science Research (LISR)
Table 4: Quantitative Results for Journal of Documentation (J Doc)
Next, the researchers designed an automated program to search the resulting 
pool of abstracts for the following set of 14 keywords, developed via content 
analysis of  the index of Gorman and Clayton (2004):
Case study/case studies
Constant comparative method/coding/coded
Content analysis
Discourse analysis
Ethnography/ethnographic
Field notes/Fieldwork
Focus groups/group discussion 
Grounded theory
Historical investigation
Inductive/analytic induction
Interviews
Nominal group technique
Observation
Qualitative
Manual analysis was then used to remove false drops.
The quantitative results provide concrete evidence of the frequency of 
qualitative research methods within these top-ranked LIS research 
journals.  
Combining all four journals, the annual rate of qualitative methods use 
ranged from a low of 10.5% in 2005 to a high of 23.0% in 2003.  
Although this indicates that qualitative methods were used in less than 
a quarter of the studies in any given year, these rates are still 
significantly higher than Jarvelin and Vakkari (1993) found in their 
study.  They found that 3.5% of the LIS research articles published in 
1965, 2.0% of the LIS research articles published in 1975, and 5.4% of 
the LIS research articles published in 1984 were qualitative in nature, 
indicating a significant increase.  
The qualitative analysis results will point toward possible trends within 
recent LIS studies that use qualitative methods, such as dominant 
data collection or data analysis methods.  Together, the quantitative 
and qualitative results will help to provide a better understanding of the 
current face of LIS research.
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Since the entire field of LIS research is too large for in-depth analysis within a 
reasonable period of study, the researchers limited their investigation the most 
recent five years (2002-2006) of the top five LIS research journals, as identified 
by Nisonger and Davis (2005). The five journals are:
 Journal of the American Society of Information Science & Technology 
(JASIST) 
 Library Quarterly (LQ) 
 Annual Review of Library & Information Science Technology (ARIST)
 Library & Information Science Research (LISR) 
 Journal of Documentation (J Doc).
ARIST publishes reviews of literature, as opposed to individual research studies, 
so it was eliminated from the analysis. The researchers mined the Web of 
Science database (see http://scientific.thomson.com/products/wos/) for 
abstracts from all issues of the remaining four journals for the five-year 
period. Non-research publications, such as editorials and reviews, were not 
collected.
